Today, how can we not speak of the university? . . . Have I said how one must not speak, today, of the university? Or have I rather spoken as one should not do today, within the University? Only others can answer. Beginning with you. -Jacques Derrida (1983: 3, 20) L et us begin with the first keyword in our title, lesson, whose first English meaning the OED traces to the 1580s: "an occurrence from which something can be learned" (from Middle English, from Old French leçon, from Latin lectionem [nominative lectio]), "a reading," a noun of action from the past participle stem of legere, "to read." The word's early derivations richly suggest, as does the complex history of English as a discipline, its entanglement in other narratives and other disciplines. Lesson, from the thirteenth-century word for "a reading aloud from the Bible," can also refer to a portion of scripture read in divine service -hence, to religion and English literature, as Alison Wood's essay discusses -and reading aloud (recitation and memorization). This is opposed to the more recent practice of silently reading long, complex texts in the vernacular for the purposes of academic study, which must be, as Catherine Robson's work has brilliantly demonstrated, part of the reframing of the story of education in the second half of the nineteenth and the early decades of the twentieth century. Today a lesson can refer not simply to reading but to the form in which knowledge is disseminated: a lecture, session, class, or seminar. In this context the word is likely to evoke mixed affects and emotions, even recalling the experiences of rebuke, in the sense of an event that serves as a warning: let that be a lesson to you. Lessons from the past, then, carry a potentially heavy responsibility.
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It is not the intention of this collection of essays to "lesson" its readers as Oedipus was "lessoned to humility before the throne of Zeus" or to offer lessons of the kind that Stefan Collini means when he refers to justifications currently offered for universities but extracted from earlier stages of social and educational development. Quoting Sheldon Rothblatt, Collini (2012: 21) insists that we counter attempts to define an ideal university simply "by joining principles and values that at bottom have different historical origins and acutely different cultural meanings and purposes." In fact, we need to resist the nostalgic fantasy that there ever was an ideal university. With this thought in mind, let us take another keyword in the collection's title: English.
Conventionally, literary analysis is reserved for texts, rather than applied to conditions of reading; when criticism does reflect on conditionality, the locus of reflection has tended to be the individual critic or the specialty rather than the broad praxis of literary scholarship and teaching. Thus the curious transparency or taken-for-grantedness of even the most heterogeneous and flexible structures (such as the disciplinary protocols of English) has made ways of reading and teaching at once deeply conventional, and conventionally invisible. In this circumstance, historical analysis performs useful work as a tool of defamiliarization. As Gauri Viswanathan (1990: 3) notes, "The amazingly young history of English literature as a subject of study (it is less than a hundred and fifty years old) is frequently noted, but less appreciated is the irony that English literature appeared as a subject in the curriculum of the colonies long before it was institutionalized in the home country"; similarly, Heather Murray (1996: 9) observes that English in Canada, and indeed in the United States, was in place almost fifty years before its transatlantic counterpart.
"It is impossible," Derrida (1983: 3) points out, "to dissociate the work we do . . . from a reflection on the political and institutional conditions of that work." This collection aims to contribute to disciplinary reflexivity by examining the emergence of critical, creative, and pedagogical discourses advocating the study of vernacular literature, in England, the United States, Canada, and Australia, in the second half of the nineteenth century and in the early twentieth century. In doing so, it studies those tensions that James English diagnoses as characteristic of our discipline, that beset the first generation of professors who argued for the centrality of vernacular literature to the educational and scholarly endeavor while consolidating their incipient discipline to hold its own against others old and new (classics and utilitarian social sciences, say).
Whether microstudies of individuals, institutions, and texts or panoramic presentations, these essays all assume that the grand narrative of the rise of English and its institutionalization in universities might not be adequate or convincing. The key to this shift is not ideological but methodological, lying in the shared preparedness of contributors to consider competing and complementary arenas in which literature was read and valued -the elementary school, the recitation contest, the student examination hall -and the ways that literary study was "done" in these places. In terms of the archives they draw on, the essays treat diverse media across the public and private spheres -journals, literary societies, the academy, lectures, and literary texts themselves -while broadening their critical vision to encompass transatlantic and colonial literary exchanges. By troubling institutional and geographic boundaries, as well as conventional literary periodization, the collection calls into question the supposed linearity of literary history (demonstrated in D. J. Palmer's title The Rise of English [1965] and in the subtitle of Kermit Vanderbilt's American Literature and the Academy: The Roots, Growth, and Maturity of a Profession [1986] ).
This issue of Modern Language Quarterly focuses on a period in which debates about relevance, curricula, and public benefit shaped the discipline we now understand as English. At the same time, the collection represents a significant step toward reinstating the role of the Victorians both as objects of study and as participants in the growth of formal literary study. This view is rather different from the widely shared understanding of the effect of fashion on critical mode, the subject of a daring exposition by Herbert F. Tucker. Other essays illuminate the remarkable rise of a public pedagogical culture that took place in cooperation and competition with the academy and that played out in essays, editions, public debates about university structures and appointments, and, notably, poetry societies dedicated to Percy Bysshe Shelley, Robert Browning, and others. The work of unsettling teleology is performed by the three essays on Browning. Nancy Glazener's adds to the work of Meredith McGill's Traffic in Poems (2008) and Robson's Heart Beats (2012) in drawing attention to structural asymmetries, as well as legacies and connections, between nineteenth-century British and American cultures. In different ways Heather Murray and Jennifer McDonell show that Canadian and Australian academies, which had an uneven and delayed response to new critical pedagogies, followed a timetable determined by local measures and circumstances.
Together, the work of Murray, Glazener, and McDonell posits Browning as an exemplary figure in networks of negotiation and literary exchange in Britain, Canada, the United States, and Australia, thereby challenging the centrality typically accorded Shakespeare or the Romantic poets. As Patricia O'Neill (1995: 1) states, "When Browning died in 1889, the whole machinery of his canonization was already in place." Browning was the first poet to require such a highly organized literary culture: official biographies and Alexandra Leighton Orr's handbook to his works had appeared, sustaining the network of Browning clubs and societies in Britain and across the globe. Over the next two decades a formidable number of well-known intellectuals, writers, and academics published articles and books on him Charlotte Porter, Josiah Royce, George Saintsbury, George Santayana, Vida Dutton Scudder, Caroline Spurgeon, and Leslie Stephen, among others. The works of Browning, and in turn criticism of them, fed a scholarly outpouring of biographies, bibliographies, critical essays, handbooks, and philosophical studies. Browning is therefore important to the present collection not because we mean to recuperate him as an author but because the work of understanding him was distributed across the public sphere and the academy. It thereby constitutes a key case study of the plaited strands of public and scholarly literary cultures of the period.
Amid the anxieties about and the advocacy of vernacular literature and its study, it is not surprising that authors whose work seemed to pose significant interpretive and moral challenges, like George Eliot, George Meredith, and Browning, should find support among scholars, or that academics should emphasize the complexity of that work. The reception history of Browning's poetry is dominated by the topic of "difficulty," a value that, as Murray, McDonell, and Robson argue, was important in distinguishing serious from leisurely reading. But much reading of Browning in practice mixed these modes or at least problematized their separation. It was also social: his dramatic texts invited communitarian reading practices, for example. Further showing the distribution of labor, Browning attracted a significant female readership, as well as the attention of leading women critics. The question is whether the formal innovation and the self-reflexive modes of his poetry, which is particularly concerned with representing and thereby interrogating the interpretive practices and processes of reading, modeled vernacular literary study in ways that academics like Mungo MacCallum at the University of Sydney found peculiarly compelling. These essays participate in the project of reception history while challenging the familiar author-centered periodization and taxonomies in academic English departments and faculties, professional organizations, and critical anthologies.
Exemplified by MacCallum, the early professoriate in English (at least in Australia and Britain) had scholarly qualifications and experiences that their immediate successors did not: many key figures were multilingual; had postgraduate experience in Germany and perhaps France; were less geographically bound, as comparativists, than their peers in other fields in terms of canon; and drew on historicist, philosophical, and formalist influences to inform their reading and criticism. Some were driven by ethical questions, and many practiced, as Robert Dingley says in this issue, a kind of jouissance or "free play." These early professors of English, often trained in or responsible for teaching modern languages, as well as philosophy, history, or political economy, ranged widely in their reading and reviewing. While concerned to distinguish their work in teaching and scholarship from amateur reading, they took their civic duties and the promotion of literature and literary values in the public sphere seriously, writing reviews and criticism for the press and participating in literary, dramatic, and general scholarly organizations as well as writing or editing school textbooks, setting examinations, and giving lectures to extension and school students, literary societies, and the general public. As Dingley shows, this first generation was also long regarded (literally) as second-class academic citizens, their literary scholarship regarded as subjective, impressionistic, unrigorous; scarcely more than amateur message hunters as opposed to scholars who adhered to conventions set by philology and philosophy.
Why does the history of the discipline matter? What is peculiar to literary study, what charges relations with the political, with policy, and with public debates, is that the object of our scholarly investigationour scholarly labor -is still encountered outside universities. Indeed, academic study constitutes what is (in economic terms) a minor branch of the literature industry, even if scholars remain key players in the distribution of longevity and status. (The separation is unstable and the value of the reward fluctuates, leaving the popular author to crave academic approval, just as the academic favorite might entertain dreams of blockbuster film rights.) In the academy, and in quite specific ways, the value of texts, the seriousness of intellectual problems, and the worth of the speaker who addresses them are signified not only by the extent and prestige of the audience (which sometimes work inversely) but also by the very fact of differences of view. But the efflorescence of "history-of-the-discipline" studies two decades ago -marked by books like Chris Baldick's Social Mission of English Criticism, 1848 -1932 Guillory's Cultural Capital (1995) . Almost twenty years later it is difficult to imagine the scholarly and pedagogical practices of English as connected to anything other than the school and university. But "in chastening literary critics' tendency to overestimate their classroom's impact on the world, Guillory's analysis," Rachel Sagner Buurma and Laura Heffernan (2012: 132) argue, "has ended in foreclosing the possibility that our classrooms impact on the world at all, however modestly."
As critics see that ways of reading shape texts as surely as typesetters and printers do, they have turned, as Robson remarks of her presentation to the 2013 Modern Language Association convention, to "education, education, education," examining once again how institutional structures offer fields of play on which literary study is shaped and which it in turn might affect. (2011) . Such works show how finely cast and skillfully wielded the tools of literary scholarship can be when applied to universities as institutions. The argument, then, concerns the value for literary critics in turning their investigative powers to the conditions in which literary study has been and is now shaped, in enhancing the field's capacity to define and to defend the discipline and in turn to shape those conditions. As Glazener and Elfenbein show in this issue, how texts are taken up in schools, public commentary, private reading, and scholarly criticism allows us to see more easily the pitfalls of casually allocating authors to such categories as period and style. Understanding the history of competing forms of literary study may better equip us to participate in public and in scholarly debate and to reflect more effectively on our practices and aspirations in teaching and scholarship. 
